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During the last 15 years, Chicano literature s not
only repeated some of the topics of Mexican literature, but ha} added
many more. Similar %o Mexican literature, Chicano literature dejls.
with: the pains, trials, and common experiencas of-.childhood; ¢t
loss  of religion, as traditional cCatholicisa confronts the changlng
needs and desires of the Chicano's new-realities; the agricultural
experience; problems of survival in a hostile society; a search for
personal and group identity; and rites .of passage and loss. of T
innocence. The first three subjects are original to Chicano authors; ° -
the final three, although overlapping with other literatures, are - C
alwva'ys given a unigue setting or solution. Although Chicano writing '
has not developed the varjed themes present in Mexican literature,:--.
its basic and most original theme is that "man's dreams and plaps are .
brutally shattered when they conflict with the established order of - .|
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Chicano prose is thepe-less. Although Mex writing has been
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in the creation of the child narrator. Thus, Chicano literature has
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experiences: and a laudable originality that will soon florlsh into -
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/- Similar to the.plight of the non-integ;r'ated Mexican American, Chicano
R W i e . ) . .- .

writers-have created a "literature in search of idehtity”; one which

P
L4

L

" straddles the fence between North American and Mexican letters. Alghough

written in the United States, usually in English or "pocl'fc; " Cl'u.cano
literature cannot mesh well with tr’adlt:r.onal Nor'th American llteraturg
Its authors hail from & dlfferent backgtmnd and socml experience and do ‘

not link themselves with the traditions of most Noxrth Arerican writers.
. )

7

Chicano literature obviously finds:roots in Mexicar belles-lettres and

derives inSpi‘r‘*a'tioh. from that~ model. ‘fet neither la.nguage, subject mat'ter',
nor theme harmonize fully w:.th Mencan l.l.ter'ature Feall.ng r'ejegted by

bath the Anglo American and the Memca;n. the G}lcano writer himself has
rejecteqd ‘both literary trﬁdit?ons‘ ,'1 desiring to fmd identity in the
newness of self expression. Chicano literature, broadly defined as~
liter'ature written by l:Ior"th Amer'icéns' of Mexican .des;:ent . has -nou; mat’."hed
such, quantlty ard quallty that it rrrust be exammed as ‘an ﬁutonom:us body,

v enstmo between and among two other' strong llteratures. - T..lteratu:ce

her-e defmed as aI"t'lSt:LC re-crwatlon of s:.gmflcant human experience,

\"

: s
an.cano wr-itePs explores and re-creates human expemences heretofore
not vlewed in 11tet'¢atur~e. One Chlcano writet af firms that to renmduce

these new rvaatrlltles, "Chicano lltemtme must reflect tne multwle ex-

- \

pemences of thé Memcan Fmem\:an angd exnlore a rr.ultmhcny of Mexican

’ w

- __Amer‘lcan t'hemes . '+.+ and must be from the pomt of view of ari inside
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participant."” |
'I‘o 1lst°n to thcese new v01ces {those of Chicano wr-lter-s c‘md cr‘;ﬂflcs)

s to be confldently assured that }wmmletely independent Chicano litar-

ature ex,_gts. Yet what na:ces*n.t um.que" How is Chlca.no writing any

1 di. f’fe*"ent frorn Steinbeck's 'I‘or'tllla Flat or Harvey ‘E‘er?usson Rio Gr'anc’e?
fe . ,
Op Jhow does l‘t dlffer from fuentes’ La Rezidn mas tnanbbarente, Ru) fo's

Sy

EI' 11a.no en 1lamas or Gustavo Jainz's Gazapo? The present study exaninés
:-'_ N .

\

.{;hrf:e major ?lerrents of literary creation as they appear in various,Chi.cano

- - —"

'writings, in \an attempt to determine what, if any, originality is present.

-

Meyican literature of the Twentietl;l centiry provides the contrastive
k!
badcgfm.{nd for the study. By nature this examination is general and -
H . “ LA
cannot refer to every novel or story weittén by Chicanos and Mexicans.

SUBJECT "MATTER

Contemporary Mexican literature deals with the subjects of the

Revolution (1919-1917) and its effects on contemporarv society, a szarch

for, and an attempt to define pational identity, the. indigencus past. -

the conquest and its continuation in the present, the life -of the peasant,
experiences of a youthful mfurdtv, death, the chanp,:as resulting from
rural to urban living, etg.’ The subject matter of Chicano literature
during the last fifteen Lears repeats some of these topics but adds many
I‘I‘th["E, therefore, its orifninality. The (1) pains, tr;*ials and comron ex-

ptr"ifﬂges of childhood _fo*m the pasic and most original subject matter of
Chicano writiné. Ho other literature in the Spanishatradition (with the

possible exception .of Spain's Ana Maria Matute) so thormfphlv cevelops

child psychology and erperience. Bless e, Ultima recounts the formative

experiences of a voung hoy during his first two years.of school. Most
of the stories in Tomds Rivera's "...v no se 10 tragd la tierra" poicnantlv
L)
i ‘ . (rl;;
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deal with children, their sufferings and feelings as they bésin to exDePienee #
the larger world beyond their homes. Villarreal's Pocho follows the

early years of an oversensitive child to the point where he finallv con-
siders himself a man. Sinﬁlar subject matter avpears in Ernesto Galarza's
Rarrio Boy, Richard Vasquez's Chicano as well as NURETOLS noens and L
short stories. vhile some negative ariticism could be leveled at this tyoe
of ?m;i'ti.ng as little more than the authors' mernoriesjgf chi.i'&}\gpd exper-—

iences, it nevertheless affords the reader the most expeditious way of

feeling the suffering of the Chicano; a child in pain draws much mor: 6n
the hzartstrings than a 5uffefinqiadﬁft. '
~ } . . [ . .
A second basic subject is the (2) loss of religion, asftraditional

Catholicism confronts the changing needs and desires of the Chicanc's

new realities. Antonio (Bless Me, Ultima) sees "curanderismo™ and

childhood fantasy assume supremacy over the Virpin and the priests. - L

ike most of the young protagonists he does not openly deny the ‘religiom
, ,, Y
but merely lets it dip to a secondary or terciarv role in determining f

!
nis values. The conflict that religicus laxity (by youth) pfoduces

:
in the older generation is also vital new subject matter, seen in this !

novel as well as Barrio 8oy, Pocho and in "Primera Comunidn" by Riveral

J ! x f W
Much of Chicano poetry exnresses-a yearning for a si

faith and hope, now lost in the new assimilated society.
It almost goes without sayine that the subject and backdrop of fuch

Chicano literature is the (1) agricultural exparience. While thisl'b

not a complete break fron Maxican letters (the short stories of JUﬂT

Rulfo amd others) it is nevertheless sq extensive that 1t at first ?

appears to be the only subject matter of Chicapo writing. The origlnality )

Tene stems from a lack of identification with the land; the migrant|is

I
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working the fields of another and has lost spiritual contact with Mother

Tarth. Pelated to this concern is the problem of the activist, perhaps

¥

an old rewvolutionary (Pocho or Nick Vaca's storv "The Visit") who is
forced into the subjugatad life of a day laborer. The resulting intermal

conflict, rebellion, and fesignation are subjects dealt with in Richard

Barrio's Tne Plum-Plum Pickers, Vasquez's Chicano, most of Rivera's stories
(especially "On the.Foad to Texas: Pete Fonesca' in Aztldn) and Alurista’s

" collection o fu poetry, Flor'iqé}\f{ en Aztldn,

‘Similar to Mexican literature (as well as much contesmorary orth

American prose) Chicano writing deals with (4) pmblém of curvival in

a hostile society (Pocho, Chicano), (5) a search for personal and group

- e

{‘\ " identity (Rucolfo Gonzdles' epic "I am Joaquin/Yo sov Joaguin," excellent

portraval in Antonio’'s conflict in Bless Me, Ultira, in Alurista, etc.),

2<arh Q‘mltes of passage and loss of innocence. In sum, the first three
- F -
-i?_ Su]f)jects: discussed are omglml to Chicano authors; the fmal three,
L

althougn 6Hér1applno wltn,other llteratures are always given a unidue

-

setting or solution. Rodolfo Gonzdles' search for identity, for example,
. is the Mexican intellgctx.él searcnh (Cuautémoc - Cortés - Hidalgo - Judrez)

as wel%;as.the Mexidan-American (Laborer, activist, lLa Raza, etd.).
: ' I am Joaquin : , =

. s lost in a world of confusion,
' _caupht up in the whirl of a 3 ¢
~ ) . seingo society, o ‘
7 confused by the Tuleg . . ) ' )
: scorned by attitudes. ..

THEME T ’

| Related fo ‘the .subject matter in literature is theme, the unifying

qenéraliz,atioh about lif"e postulated or oortraved in & work of art. The

- -

‘basn.c and most omgmal theme of Chicanc literature is that man's dreams

-

Yo

R
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and plans are brutally shattered when they confllct with the estatlisned

order of societv. Hence frustration, deéspair, and hdpelessness pervade -

L3

Chicano letters. A similar theme precominates Méxican literature —-

lack of fulfillment of the ideals of the Mexican Revolution (Carlos
Fuentes, Agustin Ydiez, Rosario Castellanos, Sergio Fermindez).  But
texican literatiire expounds the failure of the establishment, of national

goals, of national identity. Chicano literature, on the other hand, is

much more intimate, human-centered; the tradedy 1s personal rather tham
national. A boy is exvelled from school for a fisht ne dicn't ctart ("Es o

que duele," Rivera); a child is senselessly killed by a greedy rancher

* "

("Los nifos no se amlantaIOn," Rivera}: sons go off to war and return onlv

to say "goodbye," forsaklhg the fanily”s wavs (Bless Me Ultima, Poohe*) "

-

farm workers are taken advantage of? losing all hope “tor a_momve /sel% and

famils ne Plum Plum Pmkers) The heart-felt tr‘aaﬂ:dy of thwarted in- C~
* { . A —

dividuals, huran beines with too little chance to achleve is the overm_dmg
theme of current Chicano 11 ter‘amr\o * It st be noted that Chicano writing
}ﬂgas not developqd the varied themes présent in—b‘l‘exican.li'terature. The s
experience of the downtrodden, the 1solated ,ti:huarted indj.vigiual nas been
'sor'snvcmﬁ that it has dominated thematic conc‘ems of. Chicano li'terary* L
e:q;nj_-ss iod. ; —
Sha't-ter‘edl dreans also include 10)55 of honor in the fight for sur-

vival (E‘lo'yd Salas' Tattoo tne Wibke-:’i Cross, Chica.ﬁo_). -'The nowvel Pocho °

relates the storv of Juan Rubio, an ex-revolutionary escaped to the United
- : 5

States. It is apparent as he resigng himself to fruit picking that he

has lost the honor once grantad himd; yet the novelist chooses to follow
the plignt of the family's only son, ignoring the adjustments and anguish /
* of the father. Such a course weakens the possible psvchological “imoact

w
o
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of the work. Too frequently the internal anguish of the Chicano literary

_ - . .
character is left unexplored, in favor of the external Struggles for

s
-

justice. . J
Tne future of the Chicano is also shattered by mistrust and I)Etf‘ayal-.

At times 1t i5 the classkeal confiict: typical "gringo" betrays and

abandons the Chicana he's got't_en nr‘egnlam: (Chicaho)..' But most whiters
are wise enough not t;la 'Follow 'such a sitareot',rpecl:/facile. dilerma and in°
so doing,contribute toO the origirality of C}‘:icano literature. Iofa %
Marina's neurotic fear and ou.tdate'.d pride cause-her to betrav her niece - r ‘

. Lina into t}1e hands of a guack doctor for a supposed abortion -- {hicano
batrays Chicano ("A Rosary for Dofa Marina by Octavio Ro;rano' ar} Herminio

P{os). One’s own Paza hetfays him! The boy Antonio {Bless Me, Ultimd)

iz placed in a situation a}lalogous to Greek tragedy -- his 'father's/ blood
and heritage urge him to be a llanero; nis mother’s kin and traditions
push him toward farming. This insolvable conflict can only result in

» - ‘
"betrayal to the idzals of one or both parents. Children are placed in

| smuiar situatior® in Pocho and Barrio Bo;y, forced to betray and shatter
the 'n'Opes of mother and/or father. This type of betrayal conflict noomally
results from the new life styles the Chicanc lmust follow: mother pushes
for integration and education; fafher for tmaditic':m and machigmo.

D\‘-.‘Spi{e this elemental theme of broken ideals, it must honestly be
said that much of Chicano prose is theme-less. Just as the ever'y'day
life of man.likely has no unify;.ng theme , much of Chicano literature is
little more than an "inside participant® recalling life experiences.
T“oo"many n.mse writers have"-—faile:d in the artistic gselection, arrangement

‘and development of details, events and characters. . Hence they are unable

to wring a powerful and original. theme From their'-wr-it-inq, and the reader

1

7
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‘is left both searching and vearning for some unifving human truth on which
AS

to form opinions. e

LIT"EPAR‘( TECHDIIQ_UE'S_ ) -
Of the many mti@ literatures’ in Latinv 'Amer*ica, Mexican writing
during the last twenty yvears has been regar ed as the most "innovative and
demanding with r-t;,SDec:t to the ‘;reation' of r';ew literary tec]inic’ues.“”
Hence, when viewed inwt‘ne light of Hexican literature, Chicano writing
i-{ould skem hard-pressed to come 'up with Ysomething new." Yet desnite
this difficulty innovations have been wrought in at least two imortant
areas: point of x-:iew and structure, - a
. Commencing with Rulfo's Pedro Pdramo and continuine throush younger
writers like Gustavo Sainz (Gazano), ‘the narrator in Hencan prose has
bzcame a rither non-descript, floating personage, changing point of view, -
time and s:axe as he sees fit. Such a narrator purfosefully “l;"nde.gia .
. heterogenous, conlfused view of the world. Chicano itenaturv_: on the
contrary nas evolved an il:'l trisic, fi.r*st‘ perscn nar.;rator*, one who can
bear personal and sincere_wimesé to the f-;ue'rits he 'reéqpﬁts. As one,
c:r-itic: h.@s observed, much of Chicano writing 1 ‘i‘nux‘*ely expéridtial, a

ratuyre individual looking back, recalling his on life,s.

such it is

N "

most abpropriate that a petsonalized I{arraé;% bring his world jto the ’

reader. Chicano literafure has been pa;:*t?c:ular‘ly adept in the creation ° .
of the child narrator. .‘The warmth and intimacv created by a young narrator,
oftén with an overlv adult perspective, is not surpassed in anv literature.

1 . )
Th’aader cannot help but% dravn intc the created world by this internal

moint of view. In Bless ¥e, Ultima Antonic confides: "“The neweshoes
felt stranye to fm_yl feet that had run bare for almost seven vears;"
o \ * -

"'The war is terrible...' my grandfathec said. I thought fod must look

-

8
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. -dream was pood. La V'J'.r*qen d\e‘?u.adalupe.. LW ”i'he reader Bf such a story

that way when He is angry." "I dreamed about the owl that night, aml ™y .

freely enters into the life of the characters, feeling the honhestv and
candor generated by the child rarrator. Lven though rany novels opt for

S

the more ompiscient third person narmator, through much dialosue and per- .

L}

I

sonal confession by one or several characters, they achieve a Similar

intimate feeling of closeness and confidence in the squect%atter'_,

Chicano, Barrio oy and Pocho are excellent examples of 'tﬁis technicue,
b{; maxineg fréquent first ocerson speech .and experience with third person
narmation, the reader fee}s that he ié 't,eing let in on innermost cqnfi—
cdences, heretofore told to no one. Such a harrator indé'ed weaves a tight
web of interest around the reader, one that urges him to con't:inue-reading -\-‘
, ‘ AN
and hoping for more prose from t}';e same author.
The same YJechnifjue i3 repeif!ted in the Chicano short stt{m: a some- Y
what naive, first per“sén, intimate narrator brinAs what appears to be
his owh story to\the reader. Rivera's "Primeva Comunidn” is likely the
finest examl;le, where a young lad seemingly confesses to the reader his
doubts end worldly thoughts regarding Communion. The subject of weaken-
ing and loss of mli;:{io:s bel.ief/is nowhere more con?.rinc'ino than from a
youngster who bepms to doubt, finding that his ChlldhOOd :anulc:atlono
no lorgg,er order and e)qgleun the world: MHasta se me olvid$ que le habla
echado mentiras al padre. Y luego me sentia lo mismo que cuando habia
oido hablar al misionero acerca d2 la gracia de Dios ([confusionl. [Tenia
ganas de saber mds." Other stories by the same author ("la noche que
apagaron las luces,"” "la mano en la bolsa," ';On the Road to Jexas: Pete .

Fonesca," etc.) very capably dévelop an vnaffacted, candid narrator, not

fully capable of understanding the world but caocable of observing injustices

: T R 2 AR AR SHETS
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and inconsistencies. Nick Vaca's "The Week of the Life\of Hanuel Her‘ﬂéndez:l
Diar'y,"’.ﬂmerica Paredes’ "The Hammon and the Beans," and Amado turo's
"Cecilia Rosas" also come toAthe“.naader' via an uns‘ophis sated, fully
believable narrafor, recounting evants a; they seemingly happened to him.
Such a point of view in Ffiction greatlv enhances the verisimility and
emotional power of the Qtow.l )

Chicano poetry, rore so than its counterpart in Mexico, has similarly
been written from the intrinsic, parsonal point of"\:rliew. Idcn‘st of the
novels here discussed, as well as the 3hort stories, are written and
. published in Engzlish; thev are ne.cli‘tafe.d, rational expositions of Chicano
conflict and experience. Thne poetry, to the cor;tr'ar‘y, usually comes to
t};e reader in Spanish (or’a later bilingual edition), a more intimate,
erotional reaction to life tha_nwﬁmse. ‘when e:«:p‘ressing feelings and erotion

Ny ( ) L. . . N
the poet se gly returns to the rost subjective period of his life,

nildhood, and the lanc¢uase he heard and spoke a;c that time. 6 As an ex-.
ssion of personal sentiments, Chicano poetry also emplovs the "l-witness'
K‘tator {often callad the p‘OEtlc vo*ce, in poetr-\,r) YT Am Joanuin;"fo A
80 \JOchu_ln " for examnle in the Santam edition, car'r'les a cover -chti_xrc“
of ymfng ac!olescents as if onme of them were the stor‘yteller. The poem

is a pP of tonfessxon testimony, accusation af per‘so!‘ag. anpuish for all

Chicanos; the narz*ator effects this icentificati for the reader who

A = a r - " . . -
tmmediately sympathizes with him. Nephtali de l?eo\?s Chicano Poet. Ricardo

Sanchez'\s Canto y Grito Mi Liberacidén, Alurista's Floricanto en Aztl,&n, and

*

many othe\q books Of poetrv are replete with the intimate, unaffectel simple
narration i\n fixst person.

§
A second technical contribution, less extensive but likelv more

v
1

signi Ficant, \LS the origniality of literary—fomm and structurd. Crossing
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tl‘\-:i(]i tional bounds between the novel afid the shor-t story, Rwera sy

3

ho se lo traré la tierra™ unifies tm.r'teen lor't stories mto a vmcle
¥

grouping that producer-_; an effect similar tofa novel, mope than a disjiointed

%

collection of shor_"‘p stories, To further blur hovizons between lit‘eran

_ r;,enres each story is rié.caded by a brie® sketch or introduatory para-
graph that gives _' ity, purpose and sc'a‘cti'rfs:;, causing the narration 'thatl
follows Ep;mesh ugnlprevious and Future Stories. 'Hence the reader not >

only enjoys involvement with ind;i.vidual tories; he is forced to discover

relationships that at first may not betof:vious. Such participation renuires

that the reader become a closer part of [the created world.

Barrio’s novel, The Plun Plum Pickprs; has been criticized for its

broken, often preacn/ rarrative. Yet ¥t tpo is exﬁeriq'endng with form:

a

Somewhat the opposite of Pivera, ‘the writer has created a novel ttat is -

composed of re{a'ted short stories. ‘d"{t}l the exception of the vitriolic

preachment- of chapter eighteeny the ofther ‘thirty-three dwép;cgﬁ,\‘a/xy

short viém;tes and s}?etches revolving around agricultural harvests.

Fach has a separate unity whx h eve \iy ties intd the theratic structure.
. of the whole work. While t;he‘.resul -‘}]e.re is no:C as sufcessful as in’

Rivera, the attempt at 'ori.girialit:y narrative structure must be vraised. -

1
w

v
4
Fl

Chicano literature is still very new! It has e'xiste‘d 1N newspapers,
P
popular ballads, etc. for centuries of course, but only in the last

flftee.n years has it been Ser-lously studied and eriticized. To assume

that Lt has r-:ached its maturity is to expect too much. There are stll'.l.
. uTercus atyln.stlc a.nd techmcal difficulties that' rnu.:.t be perfected:;

(1) The writing often attempts to be too lymca{l_, with an over-emphasis

. on adiectivation. (2) Works frequently lack a unifvine foc:us,_’g;ne which

. . |
i X 1J/' . -
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t-.rc;uld remedy i;he pmblem of yeai or absent theme, already noted. ’ (3N 2 H..—
cano writing .is tog often directed at the cmel Horth Asrerican "'r:-abaﬁho,
rather than serving\the fungt' nSf self—develoomenj: -and self-knowvledge.-
(1) Too many 3toriés are mere "cuadros de cogtumbre," bi'cmmsq@e sketches
that describe a p2rson or place but fail to develop charactezr or plot
{8 PuYChOlOglCal penetratlon of hwuman anvulsh and 34plratlon is limited
to too few siories, often neglected in favor of frontal attack on “the ..
svstem." (B r:ovelj.stié development 2 3enerally llnﬂal and expzriential’
”, ,
fe:: wrilters have produced more tlwan ‘one novel, havlnrr searinzlv run out of
J.r"ap_matwe material beyonf_l thelr- oW llves. (7) The &:a.m.alle-exv_x:vr«_’r*ient:-ga s -
" told bg,; a woran wWriter, Igs’ not been develoned. Yet déspite these prob-

. , . Y
lems Chicano literature has alreacdy achieved sifnificant and lasting in-
(] .

N . ’ . 5 ’ L T Y
terpretation of unique human experlences and a lawlable orileinality that

will scon flourish into first-rate literature. J ‘____ ’
Te0 Lot (3 YU
3 - _”_—'—_-"—_—-—-
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